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except those who do nothing; but it was hard for Rutherford to hold
the scent when so many of the hounds were starting and chasing hares.
Some questions remain. Who discovered that alpha particles were
helium? The man who first saw the spectrum? or the man who found
that the charge per unit mass was half that of hydrogen and concluded
mass 4 and charge 2 was the true deduction, considering the large amount
of helium in radioactive rocks? or the men who collected alpha particles
and proved them helium?
When Rutherford gave his Nobel Prize address in December 1908,
he referred to these early discoveries in these words:
Using 30 milligrammes of GieseFs preparation Sir William Ramsay and
Professor Soddy in 1903 were able to show conclusively that helium
was present in radium some months old and that the emanation produced
helium. This discovery was of tibe greatest interest and importance, for it
brought to light that in addition to a series of transient elements, radium
also gave rise in its transformation to a stable form of matter*
A fundamental question immediately arose as to the position of
helium in the transformation of radium. Was the helium the end or
final product of the transformation of radium, or did it arise at some
other stage or stages? In a letter to Nature (20 Aug. 1903) I pointed out
that helium was derived from the alpha particles fired out by the alpha
ray products of radium, and I made an approximate estimate of the
rate of production of helium by radium* It was calculated that the
amount of helium produced by a gramme of radium should be between
20 nd 200 cubic millimetres per year, and probably nearer the large
est iate**. ,In 1908, Sir James Dewar found that die rate of production
of elium was 154 cubic millimetres per gramme per year, not far
from the value calculated as most probable five years previously*
There was again a spirited atmosphere of discussion at the Leicester
Meeting of the British Association (1907):
Professor Rutherford championed the electrical theory of matter,.,,
The effective actions of the electron all seemed to be confined to a small
volume, and the electron itself was uniformly small in dimensions
compared with the atom of ordinary matter*,. * Certain it was that the